Introduction {#s1}
============

As atherosclerosis may be an inflammatory condition \[[@pmed-0050078-b001]\], there is interest in the relevance of various circulating inflammatory markers to cardiovascular diseases \[[@pmed-0050078-b002]\]. Inflammatory cascades are propagated by proximal mediators such as interleukin-6 (IL-6), a cytokine produced in various tissues. IL-6 exerts proinflammatory effects including stimulation of the liver to produce positive acute-phase proteins during tissue injury or infection \[[@pmed-0050078-b003]--[@pmed-0050078-b005]\]. Previous epidemiological studies of coronary heart disease (CHD) and inflammation have focused mainly on "downstream" acute phase reactants (e.g., fibrinogen \[[@pmed-0050078-b006]\] and C-reactive protein \[[@pmed-0050078-b007]\]) because they are comparatively stable within individuals over time. By contrast, investigation of IL-6 in CHD has been relatively limited because of its shorter half-life (\<2 h) and greater within-person variability. Published prospective studies of IL-6 have yielded divergent odds ratios ranging from 1.0 to 3.0 \[[@pmed-0050078-b008]--[@pmed-0050078-b021]\]. However, as each report has typically comprised only a few hundred patients with CHD, the estimates involve wide, overlapping confidence intervals (CIs). A recent nonquantitative review \[[@pmed-0050078-b022]\] reported on published data from five prospective studies of IL-6 and CHD, but it comprised only about one-third of the currently published evidence, and it mixed results of studies involving different vascular outcomes and of different study designs. Even a more comprehensive and consistent review of published reports would not, however, have been able to assess appropriately IL-6--CHD associations, because no individual prospective study to our knowledge has yet made allowances for the cytokine\'s within-person variability. Owing to fluctuations in IL-6 values over time, comparisons using only baseline values may yield biased estimates of the true association, which can be corrected, for the most part, by using data from paired measurements \[[@pmed-0050078-b023]--[@pmed-0050078-b027]\] (see [Methods](#st2){ref-type="sec"}).

We report new data on IL-6 levels from two population-based prospective cohorts, the Reykjavik Study and the British Regional Heart Study (BRHS), which together comprise 24,230 predominantly middle-aged individuals with an average of almost 20 years of follow-up per participant. After exclusion of participants with any evidence of baseline coronary disease or stroke, 2,138 incident cases of CHD were available for the present analyses, more than four times as many CHD cases as in the largest previous study \[[@pmed-0050078-b013]\]. Paired measurements were made in random samples of participants in both studies in order to quantify (and correct for) long-term variation in IL-6 levels. We contextualised our new data by conducting an updated systematic review of all prospective studies of IL-6 and CHD based only in essentially general populations, comprising a further 3,592 CHD cases (defined as myocardial infarction \[MI\] or death attributed to CHD by World Health Organization \[WHO\] or similar criteria). Furthermore, we used new data from serial measurements made in our two prospective studies to correct for within-person variability in the studies included in the meta-analysis. The focus of the current report is on the magnitude of the association of IL-6 levels with CHD (rather than on the separate issue of risk prediction).

Methods {#s2}
=======

Study Population {#s2a}
----------------

The Reykjavik Study and the BRHS were initiated in 1967 and 1978, respectively, and have each been described in detail previously \[[@pmed-0050078-b028],[@pmed-0050078-b029]\]. In the Reykjavik Study, men and women born between 1907 and 1935, resident in Reykjavik, Iceland, and its adjacent communities on December 1, 1966, were identified in the national population register and were invited to participate in the study during five stages of recruitment between 1967 and 1991. A total of 8,888 male and 9,681 female participants aged 33--86 y without a history of MI were recruited (72% response rate). Nurses administered questionnaires, made physical measurements, recorded an electrocardiogram (ECG), performed spirometry, and collected fasting venous blood samples to prepare serum that was stored at −20 °C for subsequent analysis. History of diabetes was self-reported. All participants have been monitored subsequently for cause-specific mortality (ascertained from central registers on the basis of a death certificate; ICD-9 codes 410--414 were used for CHD death) and for cardiovascular morbidity (diagnosis of MI was based on MONICA criteria), with a loss to follow-up of only about 0.6% to date. The BRHS enrolled 7,735 men aged 40--59 y (response rate 78%) randomly selected from general practice registers in each of 24 British towns during 1978--1980. Nurses administered questionnaires, made physical measurements, recorded an ECG, performed spirometry, and collected nonfasting venous blood samples from 5,661 men in 18 of the towns. Serum was obtained from the baseline blood samples and stored at −20 °C for subsequent analysis. Participants were monitored for all-cause mortality (ascertained through the National Health Service central registers, using ICD-9 codes 410--414 for CHD) and for cardiovascular morbidity (using general practitioners\' reports and records, with diagnosis of MI based on WHO criteria), with a loss to follow-up of less than 1% to date. History of diabetes was, again, self-reported. Relevant institutional review boards approved each study, and participants provided informed consent.

Laboratory Measurements {#s2b}
-----------------------

IL-6 measurements were made in the Reykjavik Study and BRHS on available serum samples, using a sensitive enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA; R & D Systems) in the Glasgow laboratory by the same technicians blinded to participants\' disease status. The intra-assay coefficient of variability was 7%, and the inter-assay coefficient of variability was 8%. Measurements were made in pairs of samples from a randomly selected subset of baseline participants in each study, comprising 258 participants in the BRHS (samples collected at a median interval of about 4 y apart) and 300 participants in the Reykjavik Study (samples collected at a median interval of about 12 y apart). Because the temperature of storage of the initial BRHS samples was −20 °C, whereas it was −70 °C at the resurvey, there was scope in this study for slight overestimation of within-person variability in IL-6 levels, encouraging comparison of its findings with those from the Reykjavik Study in which conditions at the two surveys were identical. Lipid and other biochemical measurements involved standard assays, as previously described \[[@pmed-0050078-b028]--[@pmed-0050078-b030]\].

Statistical Analyses {#s2c}
--------------------

In both the Reykjavik Study and BRHS, two or three control participants were randomly selected and frequency matched to incident CHD cases in 5-y age bands (and, in the Reykjavik Study, on calendar year of recruitment and sex; and in the all-male BRHS by town of residence), thereby obtaining the same joint frequency distributions of these factors among controls and cases. To limit any biases due to preexisting disease, prespecified principal analyses were restricted to the 2,138 individuals with CHD and 4,267 control participants who did not have baseline evidence of CHD or stroke (i.e., without baseline ECG abnormalities or self-reported prevalent MI, stroke, or angina) in a nested case--control comparison. Subsidiary analyses excluded patients who had CHD outcomes in the first 5 y of follow-up. Odds ratios for CHD per 2 standard deviations (SDs) increase in the natural logarithm (log~e~) of IL-6 were calculated using unconditional logistic regression (Stata, version 9). The odds ratios for a 2 SD change is similar to a comparison of extreme thirds of IL-6 values in a population. Analyses to investigate the shape of the IL-6--CHD association were conducted for groups defined by fifths of baseline IL-6 values in controls, with corresponding 95% CIs estimated from floating variances that reflect the amount of information underlying each group (including the reference group) \[[@pmed-0050078-b031]--[@pmed-0050078-b033]\]. To avoid overadjustment, adjustment for other inflammatory markers (e.g., C-reactive protein) was reserved for subsidiary analyses.

Correction for Regression Dilution {#s2d}
----------------------------------

Data from paired measurements in the Reykjavik Study, which coincided with approximately the midpoint of this study\'s follow-up duration, were used to quantify and to correct for within-person variability in IL-6 and other risk factors, which are likely to be measured with error owing to both within-person biological variability and laboratory variability. Adjusted regression dilution ratios were calculated by Rosner\'s regression method \[[@pmed-0050078-b026]\] to quantify the extent to which single measurements of the markers reflect their long term average (i.e., "usual") levels. Paired measurements from the BRHS were used solely for comparison. Statistical significance of the difference in the strength of CHD association with IL-6 compared to other markers was determined from differences in the log~e~ odds ratios per 2 SD increase in 2,000 bootstrap samples of the data \[[@pmed-0050078-b034]\]. Uncertainties in the regression dilution ratios calculated from the 300 participants with repeats in the Reykjavik Study were incorporated into the CIs for CHD associations by adding to the observed regression dilution ratios an error term sampled from the regression dilution ratio distribution on each bootstrap sample. This correction was applied to odds ratios both in the Reykjavik Study and in the BRHS. Correction for multivariate within-person variability in both IL-6 and error-prone confounders was achieved using a multivariable linear regression model \[[@pmed-0050078-b027]\] from which conditional expectations of usual levels of IL-6 and the error-prone confounders were predicted and then substituted in place of the baseline levels in the logistic model to obtain the corrected odds ratios. Odds ratios for log~e~ C-reactive protein, log~e~ erythrocyte sedimentation rate, von Willebrand factor, systolic blood pressure, and total cholesterol were calculated using methods described for log~e~ IL-6.

Systematic Review {#s2e}
-----------------

A systematic review of prospective, population-based studies of circulating IL-6 levels and CHD risk was conducted according to QUOROM (Quality of Reporting of Meta-analyses) guidelines ([Texts S1](#pmed-0050078-sd001){ref-type="supplementary-material"} and [S2](#pmed-0050078-sd002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Studies published before May 2007 were sought using computer-based databases (MEDLINE, EMBASE, and Science Citation Index), and by scanning the reference lists of articles identified for all relevant studies and review articles (including meta-analyses). The computer-based searches combined free and MeSH search terms and combinations of key words related to IL-6 (e.g., "interleukin-6", "IL-6") and coronary disease (e.g., "coronary heart disease", "myocardial ischemia", "myocardial infarction", "CHD", "heart attack", "MI") without restricting language or publication date (flow chart in [Figure 1](#pmed-0050078-g001){ref-type="fig"}). Data were extracted, where available, on study, geographic location, publication date, sample population, sampling methods (i.e., complete, random, etc.), sample source (plasma/serum), nature of sample (i.e., fresh or frozen, storage temperature), fasting status at time of blood sampling (duration of any fasting), blinding of lab worker to case versus control status, assay type, source and standard, analysis methods and units, case definition, any matching criteria, sample size (of total cohort and numbers with IL-6 measurements), numbers of cases (total, fatal CHD, nonfatal MI), numbers of controls, mean age, sex, time of baseline survey, duration of follow-up, mean or median IL-6 values, adjustment of confounders, and summary statistics. These details were extracted independently by two investigators using a prespecified data extraction form ([Table S1](#pmed-0050078-st001){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Discrepancies were resolved by discussion and by adjudication of a third reviewer.

![QUOROM Flow Diagram Summarising the Search Strategy for Meta-analysis of IL-6 and CHD Outcomes in Generally Healthy Populations](pmed.0050078.g001){#pmed-0050078-g001}

Prospective (cohort or "nested" case--control) studies based in essentially general populations (i.e., where participants were not selected on the basis of preexisting disease) with samples taken at baseline (i.e., prior to the occurrence of events) were eligible for inclusion in the current review. Analyses were restricted to studies with at least 1 y of follow-up and with outcomes defined as MI or coronary death. Three studies of IL-6 (comprising approximately 450 CHD cases or 7% of the total) \[[@pmed-0050078-b035]--[@pmed-0050078-b037]\] were excluded because they reported on composite cardiovascular outcomes rather than for MI or fatal CHD separately. To limit potential biases, analyses involved only within-study comparisons (i.e., cases and controls were directly compared only within each cohort). Results of the studies were combined using a random effects model. Associations of usual levels of IL-6 and CHD were estimated using correction factors derived from the Reykjavik Study and BRHS. Odds and hazard ratios were assumed to approximate the same measure of relative risk. Heterogeneity was quantified by the *I*^2^ statistic \[[@pmed-0050078-b038],[@pmed-0050078-b039]\], and subsidiary subgroup analyses were conducted using metaregression \[[@pmed-0050078-b040]\] to investigate several study-level characteristics potentially explaining heterogeneity, including population sampling methods, duration of follow-up, source and type of IL-6 assay, blood storage temperature, geographical region, number of CHD cases, sex, degree of adjustment of other cardiovascular risk factors, and whether individuals with CHD at baseline were excluded from analysis. Test statistics from the metaregression based on the *F*-distribution were used to assess the statistical significance of these study-level characteristics in explaining heterogeneity.

Results {#s3}
=======

Baseline Correlates of IL-6 Levels {#s3a}
----------------------------------

In the Reykjavik study, the median duration of follow-up of participants with CHD and control participants were 14 y and 23 y, respectively; in the BRHS, the corresponding durations were 9 y and 17 y, respectively. IL-6 levels were significantly higher in those with CHD than in control individuals in both the Reykjavik Study and in the BRHS, as were levels of several established cardiovascular risk factors ([Table 1](#pmed-0050078-t001){ref-type="table"}). Mean IL-6 levels were slightly higher in the male-only BRHS compared with the mixed-sex Reykjavik study. As shown in [Table S2](#pmed-0050078-st002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}, baseline IL-6 levels were positively and highly significantly (*p* \< 0.0001) associated with age, smoking, systolic blood pressure, and concentrations of triglycerides, fasting glucose, and several inflammatory markers (including C-reactive protein and the erythrocyte sedimentation rate), and somewhat less strongly with body mass index (*p* \< 0.001). IL-6 levels were inversely associated with total cholesterol concentrations (*p* \< 0.01). With the exception of correlations of IL-6 with smoking and measured inflammatory markers (for which the Pearson coefficient generally ranged between 0.20 and 0.43), even the highly significant correlations of IL-6 with other characteristics tended to be relatively small in magnitude.

###### 

Baseline Characteristics of Incident CHD Cases and Controls without Known Evidence of Coronary Disease at Baseline Nested within the Reykjavik Study and BRHS

![](pmed.0050078.t001)

Baseline IL-6 Levels and Incident CHD {#s3b}
-------------------------------------

[Table 2](#pmed-0050078-t002){ref-type="table"} provides odds ratios for CHD per 2 SD increase in baseline log~e~ IL-6 levels. The minimally adjusted odds ratios (95% CI) for CHD per 2 SD increase were 1.48 (1.31--1.68) in the Reykjavik Study, 2.12 (1.58--2.84) in the BRHS, and 1.57 (1.40--1.76) in the combined dataset. After further adjustment for smoking status and several other established cardiovascular risk factors, the odds ratio per 2 SD increase fell to 1.38 (1.21--1.57) in the Reykjavik Study, 2.08 (1.51--2.87) in the BRHS, and 1.46 (1.29--1.65) in the combined dataset. Odds ratios did not change materially after exclusion of CHD outcomes recorded during the first 5 y of follow-up (odds ratio \[95% CI\] per 2 SD increase: 1.41 \[1.24--1.60\]) or in analyses including individuals with prevalent CHD at baseline (1.55 \[1.38--1.73\]). CHD risk increased continuously with increasing fifths of circulating IL-6 concentrations ([Figure 2](#pmed-0050078-g002){ref-type="fig"}). Odds ratios did not vary substantially by levels of several established cardiovascular risk factors, except potentially by sex (p = 0.03) and cholesterol levels (p = 0.02), though the latter were only marginally significant findings in the context of multiple comparisons ([Figure S1](#pmed-0050078-sg001){ref-type="supplementary-material"}).

###### 

Relative Odds of CHD per 2 SD Increase in Baseline Log~e~ IL-6 Levels in Participants without Known Coronary Disease at Baseline in the Reykjavik Study and the BRHS

![](pmed.0050078.t002)

![Risk of CHD by Fifths of Baseline Circulating IL-6 Levels in a Pooled Analysis of Participants without Known CHD at Baseline in the Reykjavik Study and the BRHS\
Fifths were calculated on the basis of the distribution of controls in the combined dataset. CIs were calculated using floating variances. Sizes of data markers are proportional to the inverse of the variance of the odds ratios. Adjusted for cohort, age, sex, recruitment period, and town of recruitment.](pmed.0050078.g002){#pmed-0050078-g002}

Correction of Odds Ratios for Within-Person Variability {#s3c}
-------------------------------------------------------

The regression dilution ratio for log~e~ IL-6 was 0.41 (0.28--0.53) in 258 individuals who provided paired measurements on average 4 y apart in the BRHS, similar to the regression dilution ratio of 0.35 (0.23--0.48) in 300 individuals who provided paired measurements on average 12 y apart in the Reykjavik Study (mean log~e~ IL-6 levels at baseline and at resurvey were 0.76 \[SD 0.58\] and 0.98 \[SD 0.64\] pg/ml, respectively, in BRHS and 0.63 \[SD 0.70\] and 0.88 \[SD 0.68\] pg/ml, respectively, in the Reykjavik Study). Similar point estimates for the regression dilution ratios of log~e~ IL-6 levels over 4- and 12-y intervals may reflect that much of the variability in this marker is related to shorter-term rather than longer-term factors, although CIs around these estimates were relatively wide. As there were no signification associations between within-person differences in log~e~ IL-6 levels and time intervals between measurements (*p* = 0.53), it is unlikely that increasing age of participants explains the generally higher mean log~e~ IL-6 levels at resurvey. [Table 3](#pmed-0050078-t003){ref-type="table"} indicates that the degree of within-person variability for IL-6 levels over 12 y was generally greater than those for other measured inflammatory markers and established cardiovascular risk factors (*p* \< 0.05 for each comparison). [Figure 3](#pmed-0050078-g003){ref-type="fig"} (with numeric details shown in [Table S3](#pmed-0050078-st003){ref-type="supplementary-material"}) shows three odds ratios for log~e~ IL-6 and several other risk markers: (i) assessment 1 lists the odds ratio per 2 SD increase in baseline levels of the relevant risk marker adjusted for baseline levels of established risk factors (i.e., uncorrected for within-person variability in either exposure or confounder levels) ([Figure 3](#pmed-0050078-g003){ref-type="fig"}A); (ii) assessment 2 lists the odds ratio per 2 SD increase in usual levels of the relevant risk marker adjusted for baseline levels of established risk factors (i.e., corrected for within-person variability only in levels of the exposure) ([Figure 3](#pmed-0050078-g003){ref-type="fig"}B); and (iii) assessment 3 lists the odds ratio per 2 SD increase in usual levels of the relevant risk marker adjusted for usual levels of established risk factors (i.e., corrected for within-person variability in levels of both exposure and confounders) ([Figure 3](#pmed-0050078-g003){ref-type="fig"}C). In assessment 1, the odds ratio for log~e~ IL-6 is similar to those for log~e~ C-reactive protein and systolic blood pressure, but lower than that for total cholesterol. In assessment 3, the odds ratio for log~e~ IL-6 is comparable to those for some established risk factors. [Figure 3](#pmed-0050078-g003){ref-type="fig"} shows that the impact on odds ratios of correction for within-person variability in confounder levels varied in magnitude among risk markers, reflecting the markers\' differing strength of associations with levels of confounders (and the differing degrees of within-person variability among such confounders \[[Table S3](#pmed-0050078-st003){ref-type="supplementary-material"}\]). Sensitivity analyses allowing for uncertainty in the regression dilution ratios for the exposure variables (but not in the usual confounder levels, [Table S3](#pmed-0050078-st003){ref-type="supplementary-material"} legend) gave slightly wider CIs for the corrected associations.

###### 

Regression Dilution Ratios (95% CI) for IL-6, Other Measured Inflammatory Markers, and Some Established Cardiovascular Risk Factors, Based on Paired Measurements in Up to 380 Participants in the Reykjavik Study Who Provided Samples Approximately 12 Years Apart

![](pmed.0050078.t003)

![Odds Ratios for CHD per 2 SD Increase in Several Inflammatory Markers and Established Cardiovascular Risk Factors Shown with Progressively Increasing Degrees of Correction for Within-person Variability in a Pooled Analysis of Participants without Known Coronary Disease at Baseline in the Reykjavik Study and the BRHS\
(A) Baseline exposure adjusted for baseline confounders.\
(B) Usual exposure adjusted for baseline confounders.\
(C) Usual exposure adjusted for usual confounders.\
Sizes of data markers are proportional to the inverse of the variance of the odds ratios. Baseline (A) refers to measured values just at the initial examination. Usual (B and C) refers to an estimate of the long-term average values by employing data on repeat measurements from the Reykjavik Study (see [Methods](#st2){ref-type="sec"}). Odds ratios are adjusted for cohort, age, sex, period and town of recruitment, smoking status, history of diabetes, total cholesterol, log~e~ triglycerides, systolic blood pressure, and body mass index.](pmed.0050078.g003){#pmed-0050078-g003}

Updated Meta-analysis {#s3d}
---------------------

We identified 17 relevant studies \[[@pmed-0050078-b008]--[@pmed-0050078-b021]\] (including the two current studies, ten newly identified studies \[[@pmed-0050078-b008]--[@pmed-0050078-b013],[@pmed-0050078-b017],[@pmed-0050078-b019]--[@pmed-0050078-b021]\], and five studies \[[@pmed-0050078-b014]--[@pmed-0050078-b016],[@pmed-0050078-b018]\] included in the previous published review \[[@pmed-0050078-b022]\]; flow chart in [Figure 1](#pmed-0050078-g001){ref-type="fig"}). These studies comprised a total of 5,730 patients with MI or CHD death and 19,038 control individuals (weighted mean age at entry, 62 y; weighted mean follow-up, 6 y; [Table 4](#pmed-0050078-t004){ref-type="table"}). All studies, with one exception \[[@pmed-0050078-b020]\], used enzyme-linked immunosorbent assays produced by the same manufacturer, and all but two studies \[[@pmed-0050078-b010],[@pmed-0050078-b017]\] adjusted for age, sex, and established cardiovascular risk factors. Using only within-study comparisons, the combined odds ratio (95% CI) was 1.61 (1.42--1.83) per 2 SD increase of baseline IL-6 levels and 3.34 (2.45--4.56) per 2 SD increase of usual IL-6 levels ([Figure 4](#pmed-0050078-g004){ref-type="fig"}). Alternatively expressed, the odds ratios per 1 SD increase in baseline and usual IL-6 levels were 1.26 (1.19--1.35) and 1.83 (1.56--2.14), respectively. There was evidence of moderate heterogeneity among the 17 separate findings (*I*^2^ = 58%, 95% CI 28%--75%), but, as displayed in [Figure S2](#pmed-0050078-sg002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}, little of it was explained by differences in sample size (*F*~1,15~ = 0.91, *p* = 0.36), geographical location (*F*~1,15~ = 0.30, *p* = 0.59), population source (*F*~2,14~ = 0.76, *p* = 0.49), whether individuals with prevalent CHD at baseline were excluded from subsequent analyses (*F*~1,15~ = 2.08, *p* = 0.17), sex (*F*~2,11~ = 0.16, *p* = 0.85), reported duration of follow-up (*F*~1,15~ = 1.41, *p* = 0.25), or temperature of blood storage (*F*~3,13~ = 1.19, *p* = 0.35).

###### 

Characteristics of 17 Prospective Studies of Circulating IL-6 Concentrations and CHD Risk in Essentially General Populations

![](pmed.0050078.t004)

![Summary of 17 Prospective Studies Reporting Adjusted Associations of CHD Risk per 2 SD Increase in Baseline IL-6 Levels and Usual IL-6 Levels, with Both Adjusted Only for Baseline Levels of Several Established Risk Factors\
(A) Baseline exposure adjusted for baseline confounders.\
(B) Usual exposure adjusted for baseline confounders.\
Baseline refers to measured values just at the initial examination. Usual refers to an estimate of the long-term average values. The correction for regression dilution (see [Methods](#st2){ref-type="sec"}) in the two current studies (filled squares) was done using study-specific regression dilution ratios of 0.35 in Reykjavik study and 0.41 in the BRHS. A regression dilution ratio of 0.4 was assumed for other studies (empty squares) where such regression dilution ratio coefficients were unavailable. The odds ratio for a 1 SD increase in baseline and usual IL-6 levels are 1.26 (1.19--1.35) and 1.83 (1.56--2.14), respectively. Unshaded data markers were used in the second plot of this figure to indicate that correction for regression dilution involved use of coefficients from external studies, in contrast with the cohort-specific data on IL-6 variability available for the Reykjavik Study and BRHS. Sizes of data markers indicate the weight of each study in the analysis. Adjustment for within-person variability in levels of IL-6 and possible confounders requires access to individual participant data, currently available only in the Reykjavik Study and BRHS.\
+, adjusted for age and sex; ++, adjusted for age, sex, and smoking status; +++, adjusted for age, sex, smoking status, and other established CHD risk factors; FINRISK, Finnish National Risk Factor Survey; HPFUS, Health Professionals\' Follow-up Study; MONICA, MONItoring of trends and determinants in Cardiovascular disease; PRIME, Prospective Epidemiological Study of Myocardial Infarction; WHIOS, Women\'s Health Initiative Observational Study; WOSCOPS, West of Scotland Coronary Prevention Study.](pmed.0050078.g004){#pmed-0050078-g004}

Discussion {#s4}
==========

Previous reports on IL-6 levels and CHD have not been able to correct for within-person fluctuations in the levels of this short-acting cytokine, potentially yielding biased estimates. The present study, which made such correction on the basis of paired measurements of IL-6, indicates that long-term average ("usual") IL-6 levels are about as strongly associated with CHD risk as are some major established risk factors. Increasing IL-6 levels are associated with progressively increasing odds ratios for CHD (i.e., there are continuous, approximately log-linear relationships). There are moderate associations of IL-6 levels with some established risk factors (notably smoking, diabetes, and dyslipidemia) and with several downstream inflammatory markers, consistent with the key role of IL-6 in mediating inflammatory cascades \[[@pmed-0050078-b003]--[@pmed-0050078-b005],[@pmed-0050078-b041]--[@pmed-0050078-b044]\]. The current findings do not, of course, establish causality, but they may have implications for understanding disease mechanisms and for further research strategies.

By showing that pathways mediated by long-term IL-6 levels are associated with CHD risk about as strongly as are some major established risk factors, the current data reinforce interest in the connection between inflammatory pathways and cardiovascular diseases. The data also underscore the need for investigations of proximal inflammatory mediators that can quantify and correct for within-person variability. Serious underestimation is likely without such correction because, as demonstrated in the current study, the variability in IL-6 levels is substantially higher than for downstream inflammatory markers and several established CHD risk factors. Hence, given the central role of IL-6 levels in inflammatory pathways and its continuous association with CHD risk, it warrants further investigation as a plausible potential therapeutic target. There are initial reports of reductions in circulating IL-6 concentrations in randomised trials of statins, although these agents have other effects, notably lowering low-density lipoprotein cholesterol \[[@pmed-0050078-b045]--[@pmed-0050078-b047]\]. Future investigations should involve complementary strategies to help judge causality, such as large-scale studies of specific genetic markers as proxies for circulating IL-6 levels \[[@pmed-0050078-b048]\] (although it is now uncertain whether the −174 G/C *IL-6* polymorphism is materially correlated with IL-6 levels \[[@pmed-0050078-b049]\]) and, possibly, use of selective IL-6 antagonists in early randomized trials \[[@pmed-0050078-b050]\], although the pleiotropic actions of IL-6 could complicate such an approach.

The strengths and potential limitations of the present report merit careful consideration. The current study reports new data from two population-based prospective cohorts comprising more than four times as many patients with first-ever CHD than in the previous largest report. Both the Reykjavik Study and BRHS identified participants in population registers, involved high response and follow-up rates, and involved robust ascertainment of incident MI and coronary death. Their broadly similar results support the generalisability of the current findings. Assay methods used in the current study were similar to those in earlier reports, yielding similar median IL-6 levels ([Table 4](#pmed-0050078-t004){ref-type="table"}). Although the current studies involved more prolonged blood storage than previous studies, they produced associations with CHD risk at least as strong as in earlier studies, arguing against underestimation due to sample degradation. Paired IL-6 (and other) measurements enabled approximate correction for within-person variability in a way that implies that long-term average IL-6 values are relevant to CHD risk, consistent with prevailing hypotheses of sustained low-grade inflammation, but it is not clear why mean log~e~ IL-6 levels were generally higher at resurvey examinations.

In comparison with a previous nonquantitative review \[[@pmed-0050078-b022]\], the current meta-analysis involved almost five times as many incident CHD cases from population-based prospective studies (thereby enhancing statistical power), strictly defined CHD as MI or fatal CHD (thereby enhancing accuracy of disease classification), excluded (where possible) people with prevalent cardiovascular disease (thereby limiting potential biases), and explored in detail potential sources of heterogeneity (thereby probing possible causes of study diversity). This updated review suggests that the apparently divergent estimates reported in earlier studies were probably chiefly due to random error. Further studies are needed to test whether associations of IL-6 with CHD are importantly modified by lipid concentrations, as suggested by exploratory analyses in the current report. Studies are also needed with serial measurements in larger numbers of participants over different intervals in order to assess IL-6 variability in greater detail (e.g., assessment of any changes in mean levels and variability over time). This information will enable study-specific and time-dependent correction for regression dilution \[[@pmed-0050078-b023],[@pmed-0050078-b051],[@pmed-0050078-b052]\], whereas in the current meta-analysis the correction factor was derived from repeat measurements in only the Reykjavik Study. Adjustment for within-person variability in both exposure and confounder levels across all available studies will require access to individual participant data, as demonstrated by such adjustment in the current analyses of the Reykjavik Study and BRHS.

Conclusion {#s4a}
----------

Long-term IL-6 levels are associated with CHD risk about as strongly as are some major established risk factors, but causality remains uncertain. These findings highlight the potential relevance of IL-6--mediated pathways to CHD.
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BRHS

:   British Regional Heart Study

CHD

:   coronary heart disease

CI

:   confidence interval

ECG

:   electrocardiogram

IL-6

:   interleukin-6

MI

:   myocardial infarction

SD

:   standard deviation
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